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Contemporary Religious Viewpoints on Suicide,
Physician-Assisted Suicide, and Voluntary Active
Euthanasia
Reverend Richard E. Coleson*
In assessing contemporary religious views on suicide and the
related subjects of assisted suicide and voluntary active euthana-
sia,' it is helpful to know both what various religious organiza-
tions believe and what percentage of the population identifies
with each organization. Appendix II to this article contains a
table setting forth the responses of religious organizations to a
survey conducted for this article on these issues.2 The responses
are summarized in the text below.
As to the distribution of religious adherents in the United
States, an overwhelming majority, 86.2% (151,225,000), are
Christians.3 Beyond this, 1.8% (3,137,000) are Jewish (including
ethnic-cultural, non-observant Jews), 0.3% (527,000) are Mus-
lim, 0.3% (502,000) are Unitarian Universalist, 0.2% (401,000)
are Buddhist, 0.1% (227,000) are Hindu, and the remainder are
Native American (47,000), Scientologist (45,000), Baha'i (28,000),
Taoist (23,000), New Age (20,000), Ekankar (18,000), Ras-
tafarian (14,000), Sikh (13,000), Wiccan (8,000), Shintoist
* B.A., Indiana Wesleyan University; M.A.R., Asbury Theological Seminary;
J.D., Indiana University School of Law, Indianapolis; Staff Counsel, National Legal
Center for the Medically Dependent and Disabled; Attorney, Bopp, Coleson & Bostrom,
Terre Haute, Indiana; Pastor, Riley-Oak Hill United Methodist Church, Riley, Indiana.
1. See infra app. I for a survey form containing the definitions of suicide, assisted
suicide and voluntary active euthanasia used for purposes of this discussion on contempo-
rary religious views.
2. See id. As noted in endnotes to the Table in Appendix II, the task of gaining
cooperation from over two hundred independent-minded religious organizations can be
daunting and some of the organizations failed to respond to the survey despite repeated
contacts. Nevertheless, the evidence gathered from the survey is clearly sufficient to
show that modern Christianity overwhelmingly maintains the historic Christian opposi-
tion to suicide, assisted suicide, and voluntary active euthanasia.
3. YEARBOOK OF AmERiCAN & CANADIAN CHURcHEs 1966 1 & Tl. 1 (Kenneth B.
Bedell ed. 1996) (prepared and edited for the Education, Communication and Discipleship
Unit of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the U.S.A.) (citing BARRY A.
KoshIN & SEYMOUR P. LACHMAN, ONE NATION UNDER GOD: RELIGION IN CONTENPORARY
AmEmcAN SOCIETY 16-17) (1993).
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(6,000), Deity (6,000), and other unclassified religious adherents(83 1,000). 4
While there are over two hundred Christian denominations in
the United States, the vast majority of Christians identify with
only a fraction of the denominations. For example, 95.6% belong
to the thirty-five largest denominations,5 74.86% belong to the
ten largest denominations, 6 and 53.27% belong to the three larg-
est denominations, which include the Roman Catholic Church
(37.99%), the Southern Baptist Convention (9.86%) and the
United Methodist Church (5.42%).
7
Evaluation of the evidence in the literature and the responses
to the survey form used for this article reveals strong and near-
unanimous religious opposition to suicide, assisted suicide, and
voluntary active euthanasia in America.8 Broadly speaking,
Christians, the overwhelming majority of religious individuals,
4. Id.
5. Id. at 2 (Thl. 2).
6. Id. The ten largest Christian denominations with their "inclusive member-
ship" are respectively as follows: The Roman Catholic Church (60,190,605), Southern
Baptist Convention (15,614,060), The United Methodist Church (8,584,125), National
Baptist Convention USA, Inc. (8,200,000), The Church of God in Christ (5,499,875), Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church in America (5,199,048), The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
Day Saints (4,613,000), Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) (3,698,136), National Baptist Con-
vention of America, Inc. (3,500,000), and African Methodist Episcopal Church (3,500,000).
Id. at 2 & Tbl. 2. Of course there is some debate as to what constitutes "Christian." For
example, many individuals who identify themselves as Christian would not consider the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints to be a Christian denomination because this
church does not adhere to traditional doctrinal beliefs and creeds of Christianity. Simi-
larly, some denominations consider no denominations outside of their own group to be
truly Christian. As it is beyond the scope of this article to make any effort to resolve these
matters, this article broadly identifies those denominations as Christian who make some
claim to the title.
In evaluating the influence of religious views in America, it should be recognized
that some views are associated with groups on the upswing, while others suffer dimin-
ished vitality for being identified with groups in organizational decline. An interesting
trend is the ongoing decline in membership in so-called Mainline denominations (which
tend to be on the permissive end of the spectrum of social issues), while more socially
conservative churches (Evangelical, Fundamentalist, Pentecostal/Charismatic, and
Roman Catholic) show strong growth. For example, in one year the Roman Catholic
Church and the Southern Baptist Convention jointly added over half a million new mem-
bers, while the United Methodist Church lost 62,470 members, the Presbyterian Church
(U.S.A.) lost 98,630 members, the United Church of Christ lost 28,868 members, and the
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) lost 20,373 members. Id. at 3-4 & Tbl. 4. This
trend has gone on "for several decades." Id. at 3. If this trend continues, the term "Main-
line" will become an anachronism.
7. Id.
8. In examining the views of various religious bodies on these topics, several fac-
tors must be considered. Initially, because of the nature of their governance, many reli-
gious bodies take an extended period of time to respond to contemporary social issues
with written position statements. Some organizations have widely diversified authority
or no central authority to make official statements, leaving only local entities to make
policy statements. Many organizations also do not make position statements, relying
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base their opposition to suicide on the following factors based on
biblical principles:
(1) Suicide is an infringement of the Creator's supreme dominion over
His creation; man belongs more intimately to his Creator than he
does even to himself.
(2) Suicide is a violation of one of the profoundest tendencies of
nature, namely, to preserve itself in existence.
(3) Suicide is an offense against the community because an individual
through it withdraws on his own initiative from the social body to
which he is essentially obligated.9
Many Christians point to the prohibition of murder, found in
Exodus 20:13, as an authoritative command against self-mur-
der.10 The principles underlying this opposition to suicide also
undergird opposition to assisted suicide and voluntary active
euthanasia.
As may be seen from the statistics showing the Roman Catho-
lic Church to be by far the largest single religious body in the
United States, the view of this church looms large in any discus-
sion of American religious positions on suicide." The Roman
Catholic position on life issues is clearly set forth in Pope John
Paul I's 1995 encyclical, Evangelium Vitae (The Gospel of
Life).
12
Evangelium Vitae defines euthanasia as "an action or omission
which of itself and by intention causes death, with the purpose of
eliminating all suffering" and distinguishes euthanasia from the
instead on appeals to their holy scriptures and traditions for guidance on moral
questions.
A number of organizations have prepared statements opposing voluntary active
euthanasia, but no prepared statements on suicide or assisted suicide. The position on
euthanasia, however, is based on principles which subsume opposition to suicide and
assisted suicide. Regarding suicide, the finding of modern suicidologists that most per-
sons commit suicide as a result of depression or other condition not associated with full
mental competence has heavily influenced the practical approach to suicide. Specifically,
as a result of this finding, no moral blame is often assigned where a person acts without
full mental competence.
9. ENCYCLOPEDIC DICTIONARY OF RELIGION 3414 (1979) (vol. O-Z, entry on
"Suicide").
10. See, e.g., Assemblies of God Office of Public Relations, THE ASSEMBLIES OF GOD
PERSPECTIVES - CoNTEMPORARY IssuEs: SOCIAL, MEDICAL, AND POLITICAL 43 (1995) (noting
that: "Suicide is self-murder. The reason for violating God's command against murder
(Exodus 20:13), as well as the mental health of the suicide victim, raises serious questions
of responsibility and accountability.")
11. Roman Catholic views are also significant because of the church's (1) long his-
tory of moral scholarship; (2) extensive and articulate contemporary pronouncements on
moral issues; (3) large and influential worldwide presence; and (4) strongly hierarchical
structure, which permits a central authority to speak authoritatively for the church.
12. Pope John Paul II, Evangelium Vitae (1995), reprinted in 24 ORIoINs 689
(1995).
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decision to forgo so-called "aggressive medical treatment." 3
Notably, this definition of euthanasia sweeps in many cases of
suicide and assisted suicide, along with voluntary active
euthanasia.
The encyclical declares: "I confirm that euthanasia is a grave
violation of the law of God, since it is the deliberate and morally
unacceptable killing of a human person." 14 Similarly, it provides:
Suicide is always as morally objectionable as murder. The church's
tradition has always rejected it as a gravely evil choice. Even though
a certain psychological, cultural and social conditioning may induce a
person to carry out an action which so radically contradicts the innate
inclination to life, thus lessening or removing subjective responsibil-
ity, suicide, when viewed objectively, is a gravely immoral act. In
fact, it involves the rejection of love of self and the renunciation of the
obligation of justice and charity toward one's neighbor, toward the
communities to which one belongs and toward society as a whole. In
its deepest reality, suicide represents a rejection of God's absolute
sovereignty over life and death .... 15
The encyclical also states that:
To concur with the intention of another person to commit suicide and
to help in carrying it out through so-called 'assisted suicide' means to
cooperate in and at times to be the actual perpetrator of an injustice
which can never be excused even if it is requested. In a remarkably
relevant passage, St. Augustine writes that "it is never licit to kill
another: even if he should wish it, indeed if he request it because,
hanging between life and death, he begs for help in freeing the soul
struggling against the bonds of the body and longing to be released;
nor is it licit even when a sick person is no longer able to live."
16
A 1993 encyclical by Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, 7
rejected the sort of autonomous morality which supports most
13. Id., 24 ORIGINs at 712.
14. Id. (emphasis in original).
15. Id. (citations omitted).
16. Id. (citation omitted).
17. In the encyclical, the Pope declares:
Certain currents of modern thought have gone so far as to exalt freedom to
such an extent that it becomes an absolute, which would then be the source of
values. This is the direction taken by doctrines which.have lost the sense of the
transcendent or which are explicitly atheist. The individual conscience is accorded
the status of a supreme tribunal of moral judgment which hands down categorical
and infallible decisions about good and evil. To the affirmation that one has a duty
to follow one's conscience is unduly added the affirmation that one's moral judg-
ment is true merely by the fact that it has its origin in the conscience. But in this
way the inescapable claims of truth disappear, yielding their place to a criterion of
sincerity, authenticity and "being at peace with oneself," so much so that some
have come to adopt a radically subjectivist conception of moral judgment. As is
immediately evident, the crisis of truth is not unconnected with this development.
Once the idea of a universal truth about the good, knowable by human reason, is
lost, inevitably the notion of conscience also changes. Conscience is no longer con-
sidered in its primordial reality as an act of a person's intelligence, the function of
which is to apply the universal knowledge of the good in a specific situation and
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arguments favoring moral approval of suicide, assisted suicide,
and voluntary active euthanasia. Within this encyclical, the
Pope asserted that such radical autonomy or relativism 8 leads to
totalitarianism19 and a "culture of death."20  As to the notion
urged by some individuals that ethical relativism on these life
issues is essential in a democracy, the Pope responds: "Every-
one's conscience rightly rejects those crimes against humanity of
which our century has had such sad experience. But would
these crimes cease to be crimes if, instead of being committed
by unscrupulous tyrants, they were legitimated by popular
consensus?"2'
Thus, the Roman Catholic Church's position on suicide
remains essentially as expressed by Augustine 22, Aquinas 23 , and
church councils from early centuries to the present, albeit with
refinements.24 Of course, as do all other religions, the church
thus to express a judgment about the right conduct to be chosen here and now.
Instead, there is a tendency to grant to the individual conscience the prerogative of
independently determining the criteria of good and evil and then acting accord-
ingly. Such an outlook is quite congenial to an individualist ethic, wherein each
individual is faced with his own truth, different from the truth of others. Taken to
its extreme consequences, this individualism leads to the denial of the very idea of
human nature.
Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor (1993), reprinted in 23 ORIGINS 297, 308 (1993).
18. Relativism is the theory that knowledge is relative to the limited nature of the
mind and the conditions of knowing. WEBSTER'S NEW COLLEGIATE DICTIONARY 994 (9th
ed. 1989).
19. Pope John Paul II, supra note 17, at 326. The Pope specifically noted the fol-
lowing: "Totalitarianism arises out of a denial of truth in the objective sense. If there is
no transcendent truth, in obedience to which man achieves his full identity, then there is
no sure principle for guaranteeing just relations between people." Id. Totalitarianism is
the political concept that the citizen should be totally subject to absolute state authority.
WEBSTER'S COLLEGIATE DICTIONARY 1246 (9th ed. 1989).
20. Pope John Paul II, A Celebration of Life: Homily at Cherry Creek State Park,
reprinted in 23 ORIGINS 177, 179 (1993). The Pope specifically stated: "In our own cen-
tury, as at no other time in history, the 'culture of death' has assumed a social and insti-
tutional form of legality to justify the most horrible crimes against humanity: genocide,
'final solutions,' 'ethnic cleansings' and the massive 'taking of lives of human beings even
before they are born or before they reach the natural point of death. Id.
21. Pope John Paul II, supra note 12, at 714.
22. Saint Augustine was the bishop of Hippo in North Africa (present day Algeria)
and lived in the late fourth and early fifth centuries. Saint Augustine's Confessions and
The City of God were extremely influential in Church history, the latter articulating and
establishing clearly the Christian Church's opposition to suicide.
23. Saint Thomas Aquinas was a thirteenth century Italian theologian. His great
theological treatise, the Summa Theologiae, articulated among other things the reasons
for Roman Catholic opposition to suicide.
24. The Second Vatican Council in 1965 declared that, "[wihatever is opposed to
life itself, such as any type of murder, genocide, abortion, euthanasia or willful self-
destruction, all these things and others of their like are infamous indeed." Pastoral Con-
stitution of the Church in the Modern World, in THE SIxTEEN DocUmENTs OF VATICAN II
513, 539 27 (n.d.). The Roman Catholic Church, on the principle of double effect, distin-
guishes morally between self-destruction and self-sacrifice so that an act is judged mor-
ally by the primary intent, not the secondary effect, even though the secondary effect may
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does not assign moral fault to suicide by mentally incompetent
persons25 and tends to give suicide victims the benefit of the
doubt as to mental competence.
The Eastern Churches are those having roots in the Eastern
half of the Roman Empire in the patriarchates" of Constanti-
nople27, Alexandria 28 , and Antioch 29 , along with other Eastern
bodies in the early centuries of the Christian Church. 0 In the
Eastern Orthodox tradition,3 ' the Albanian Orthodox Archdio-
cese in America, the American Carpatho-Russian Orthodox
Greek Catholic Church, the Antiochian Orthodox Christian
Archdiocese of North America, the Apostolic Catholic Assyrian
Church of the East, the Diocese of the Armenian Church of
America, the Holy Ukrainian Autocephalic Orthodox Church in
Exile, and the Orthodox Church in America oppose suicide,
assisted suicide and voluntary active euthanasia. 2
Protestantism arose out of the sixteenth century Reformation
in Europe.33 The Protestant tradition collectively is larger than
the Roman Catholic Church in America, although Protestantism
is divided into various denominations as a result of doctrinal dif-
ferences and historical events. Within Protestantism, certain
large groupings are evident, such as the Mainline denomina-
tions, Evangelicals, Fundamentalists and Pentecostals. Of these
groupings, the Evangelicals, Fundamentalists and Pentecostals
tend to be conservative on social issues and take strong positions
against suicide, assisted suicide and voluntary active euthana-
be foreseen. So, for example, large doses of morphine may be given to relieve the pain of a
terminal cancer patient even if the foreseeable secondary effect might be to repress respi-
ration and shorten the lifespan of the patient. Pope John Paul II, supra note 12, at 712.
Under the same principle, a priest might risk being mortally wounded in war to minister
a dying patient without moral condemnation, provided the priest's intent is not to lose his
life.
25. See, e.g., BENEDICT M. ASmEY & KEVIN D. O'RouRKE, HEALTH CARE ETHics: A
THEOLOGICAL ANALYsis 375-76 (2d ed. 1982).
26. Eastern Orthodox ecclesiastical leaders are known as patriarchs and the juris-
diction of each is known as a patriarchate.
27. Constantinople is present day Istanbul, Turkey.
28. Alexandria was a city in Egypt.
29. Antioch was a city in present-day Turkey.
30. ENCYCLOPEDIC DICTIONARY OF RELIGION 1141 (1979) (vol. A-E, entry on "East-
ern Churches").
31. The groupings of religions into families in this article is based on the groupings
found in the YEARBOOK OF AMERICAN & CANADIAN CHuRcHEs, at 126 (1996).
32. See app. II for the sources from which this information is derived.
33. A protestant is a member of any of several church denominations denying the
universal authority of the Pope and affirming the Reformation principles of justification
by faith alone, the priesthood of all believers and the primacy of the Bible as the only
source of revealed truth. WEBSTER'S NEW COLLEGIATE DICTIONARY 946 (9th ed. 1989).
Vol. 35:43
1996 Contemporary Religious Viewpoints 49
sia. 4  Even among the Mainline churches, however, there
remains strong and near-unanimous opposition to suicide,
assisted suicide and voluntary active euthanasia. Those Protes-
tant groupings not expressly opposed to suicide, assisted suicide
and voluntary active euthanasia generally have no position on
these activities rather than support them. 5
34. For example, the National Association of Evangelicals [hereinafter NAE],
which has 48 member denominations/fellowships, 42,500 member churches from 75
denominations, and 300 parachurch ministry members, declared the following in a 1994
position paper: "Human beings are made in the image of God and are, therefore, of inesti-
mable worth. God has given people the highest dignity of all creation. Such human dig-
nity prohibits euthanasia, that is, actively causing a person's death." National
Association of Evangelicals, Termination of Medical Treatment (1994) (emphasis in origi-
nal). This broadly framed opposition to euthanasia clearly encompasses opposition to sui-
cide and assisted suicide. In fact, NAE recently joined various Catholic organizations, the
Christian Life Commission of the Southern Baptist Convention, The Lutheran Church -
Missouri Synod, and the Christian Legal Society in a brief amici curiae encouraging the
United States Supreme Court to grant a writ of certiorari in the New York assisted sui-
cide case of Quill v. Vacco, 80 F.3d 716 (2d Cir. 1996), cert. granted sub noma. Dennis v.
Vacco, 64 U.S.L.W. 3795 (U.S. Oct. 1, 1996) (No. 95-1858). The brief took a strong posi-
tion against the finding of any constitutional right to assisted suicide and urged the Court
not to allow the rejection of the centuries-old tradition against the taking of innocent
human life.
The following denominations or fellowships are members of NAE: Advent Chris-
tian General Conference; Assemblies of God; Baptist General Conference; The Brethren
Church (Ashland, Ohio); Brethren in Christ Church; Christian & Missionary Alliance;
Christian Catholic Church (Evangelical Protestant); Christian Church of North America;
Christian Reformed Church in North America; Christian Union; Church of God (Cleve-
land, Tenn.); Church of God, Mountain Assembly, Inc.; The Church of the Nazarene;
Church of the United Brethren in Christ; Churches of Christ in Christian Union; Con-
servative Baptist Association; Conservative Congregational Christian Conference; Con-
servative Lutheran Association; Elim Fellowship; Evangelical Church of North America;
Evangelical Congregational Church; Evangelical Free Church of America; Evangelical
Friends International of North America; Evangelical Mennonite Church; Evangelical
Methodist Church; Evangelical Presbyterian Church; Evangelistic Missionary Fellow-
ship; Fellowship of Evangelical Bible Churches; Fire Baptized Holiness Church of God of
the Americas; Free Methodist Church of North America; General Association of General
Baptists; International Church of the Foursquare Gospel; International Pentecostal
Church of Christ; International Pentecostal Holiness Church; Mennonite Brethren
Churches, USA; Midwest Congregational Christian Fellowship; Missionary Church, Inc.;
Open Bible Standard Churches; Pentecostal Church of God; Pentecostal Free Will Baptist
Church, Inc.; Presbyterian Church in America; Primitive Methodist Church USA;
Reformed Episcopal Church; Reformed Presbyterian Church of North America; The Sal-
vation Army; Synod of Mid-America (Reformed Church in America); and The Wesleyan
Church. National Association of Evangelicals, Reaching America - One Voice in Unity
back cover (n.d.) (received from NAE in 1996) (booklet describing NAE).
35. From the appended table it may be seen that the American Baptist Churches
in the United States, the Apostolic Overcoming Holy Church of God, Inc., the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ), the Christian Churches and Churches of Christ, the
Churches of God (General Conference), the Friends General Conference, the Friends
United Meeting, the General Church of the New Jerusalem, the Liberal Catholic Church,
the Moravian Church in America, the National Association of Congregational Christian
Churches and the United Methodist Church take no position on these issues. By con-
trast, the United Church of Christ expresses limited support for these issues and the
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The near-universal consensus in Protestant churches is that
suicide by mentally competent persons is a moral wrong based on
the commandment against murder.36 This consensus is con-
firmed by a wide variety of sources. For example, in 1951, The
Interpreter's Bible, a commentary widely used in Mainline
denominations, declared that "no man has the right to play prov-
idence with his own life."31 In 1964, The New Schaff-Herzog
Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge stated the following with
respect to suicide:
The Christian Church has naturally condemned utterly an act which
she cannot but regard as absolute negation of the fear of God and of
trust in him, and as an insult alike to divine judgment and to divine
grace. It is, therefore, inadvisable to break down the barriers erected
by law and custom against suicide, for such procedure would only
invite still greater laxity of public opinion.
38
In 1973, Baker's Dictionary of Christian Ethics referred to Chris-
tian opposition to suicide as "almost unanimous."39
An examination of various traditions of Protestant Christian-
ity shows the opposition to suicide with greater specificity. In
the Anglican tradition, the Anglican Orthodox Church and the
Episcopal Church oppose suicide, assisted suicide and voluntary
active euthanasia.40
In the Baptist tradition, the American Baptist Association, the
Baptist Bible Fellowship International, the Baptist Missionary
Association of America, the Conservative Baptist Association of
America, the General Association of Separate Baptists, the
National Baptist Convention of America, Inc. and the Southern
Baptist Convention oppose suicide, assisted suicide and volun-
tary active euthanasia.41 Gerald Larue, who was formerly the
President of the Hemlock Society (which advocates legalized sui-
cide and euthanasia), has reported that the General Association
of General Baptists oppose voluntary active euthanasia, as do
Unitarian Universalist Church expresses unqualified support for autonomous suicide,
assisted suicide and voluntary active euthanasia.
36. Exodus 20:13 provides: "You shall not murder." (New International Version).
37. 7 TiE INTERPRETER's BIBLE 592 (1951).
38. 11 THE NEW ScHAFF-HERzoG ENCYCLOPEDIA OF RELIGIOUS KNOWLEDGE 132
(1964).
39. 5 BAKER DICTIONARY OF CmIsTIAN ETHIcs 652 (1973).
40. See app. II for the specific sources from which this information is derived. The
Anglican relates to the established Episcopal Church of England and churches of similar
faith. WEBsTER's NEW COLLEGIATE DICTIONARY 86 (9th ed. 1989).
41 See app. II for the specific sources from which this information is derived. A
Baptist is a member or adherent of an Evangelical Protestant denomination marked by
congregational polity and baptism by immersion of believers only. WEBSTER's NEW CoL-
LEGATE DICTIONARY 129 (9th ed. 1989).
Vol. 35:43
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the Seventh Day Baptist General Convention. 42 The American
Baptist Churches in the United States have no position on these
issues.43
In the Brethren (German Baptists) tradition, the Brethren
Church and the Church of the Brethren oppose suicide, assisted
suicide, and voluntary active euthanasia." In the River Breth-
ren tradition, the Brethren in Christ Church also oppose suicide,
assisted suicide, and voluntary active euthanasia.45 Finally, the
Christian Brethren, also known as the Plymouth Brethren, like-
wise oppose suicide, assisted suicide and voluntary active
euthanasia.46
The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) and the Christian
Churches and Churches of Christ have no position on these
issues.41 In the Churches of God family, the Church of God (Sev-
enth Day) opposes suicide, assisted suicide and voluntary eutha-
nasia, and the Churches of God, General Conference have no
position on these issues.'
In the Friends tradition, the Evangelical Friends International
(North America Region) opposes suicide, assisted suicide and vol-
untary euthanasia, while the Friends General Conference, the
Friends United Meeting and the Religious Society of Friends
(Unaffiliated) have no position on these issues.49
In the Latter Day Saints tradition, the Church of Christ
opposes suicide, assisted suicide and voluntary active euthana-
sia, while the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints has no
position on suicide, provided no response to the survey as to
assisted suicide and opposes voluntary active euthanasia.50 The
Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints has no
position on suicide, but opposes assisted suicide and voluntary
active euthanasia. 1
In the Lutheran tradition, the Evangelical Lutheran Church
in America, the Lutheran Church (Missouri Synod), the Wiscon-
sin Evangelical Lutheran Synod, the Evangelical Lutheran
42. GERALD A. LARUE, EurHANASIA AND RELIGION 120-22 (1985).
43. See app. II for the sources from which this information is derived.
44. Id. The Brethren are members of various [religious] sects originating chiefly in
18th Century German Pietism. WEBSTER'S NEW COLLEGIATE DICTIONARY 178 (9th ed.
1989).




49. A Friend is a member of a Christian (religious) sect that stresses Inner Light,
rejects sacraments and an ordained ministry and opposes war. WEBSTER'S NurNH NEW
COLLEGIATE DICTIONARY 483 (1989).




Synod, the Latvian Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
and the Apostolic Lutheran Church of America all oppose sui-
cide, assisted suicide and voluntary active euthanasia. 52 Like-
wise, in the Mennonite tradition, the Beachy Amish Mennonite
Churches, the Church of God in Christ (Mennonite), the General
Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches, the Mennonite
Church (General Conference) and the Old Order Amish Church
also oppose suicide, assisted suicide and voluntary active
euthanasia.53
In the Methodist tradition, the Allegheny Wesleyan Methodist
Connection, the Primitive Methodist Church in the United
States, the Southern Methodist Church and the Wesleyan
Church have stated their opposition to suicide, assisted suicide
and voluntary active euthanasia in surveys returned for this
article.54 Gerald Larue has specifically reported that:
Bishop F.C. James of the African Methodist Church stated, '[wje do
not sanction any form of death by other than natural or accidental
causes.' . . . [E]uthanasia is considered to be a violation of the com-
mandment 'Thou shalt not kill,' burial rights would not be affected.
The advice to anyone contemplating euthanasia would simply be,
'[d]on't do it!'
s5
The United Methodist Church has no position on any of these
issues.
56
In the Moravian tradition, the Moravian Church in America
(Unitas Fratrum) has no official position on suicide or assisted
suicide, but has a written position opposing voluntary active
euthanasia.5 7 In the Pentecostal tradition, the Apostolic Faith
Mission of Portland, Oregon, the Assemblies of God, the Assem-
blies of God International Fellowship, the Church of God of
Prophecy, the Congregational Holiness Church, the Elim Fellow-
ship, the International Pentecostal Church of Christ, the Inter-
52. Id. See also LARUE, supra note 42, at 63-75. The Lutheran faith relates to
religious doctrines developed by Martin Luther or his followers. WEBSTER's NEW COL-
LEGATE DICTIONARY 711 (9th ed. 1989).
53. See app. II for the source from which this information was derived. A Mennon-
ite is a member of any of various Protestant groups derived from the Anabaptist move-
ment in Holland and characterized by congregational autonomy and rejection of military
services. WEBSTER'S NEw COLLEGIATE DICIONARY 741 (9th ed. 1989).
54. See app. II for the source from which this information is derived. A Methodist
is a member of one of the (religious) denominations deriving from the Wesleyan revival in
the Church of England and stressing personal and social morality. WEBSTER'S NEW CoL-
LEGIATE DICTIONARY 747 (9th ed. 1989).
55. LARUE, supra note 42, at 89.
56. See app. II for the source from which this information is derived.
57. Id. A Moravian is a member of a Protestant denomination arising from a fif-
teen century religious movement in Bohemia and Moravia. WEBSTER'S NEW COLLEGIATE
DICTIONARY 771 (9th ed. 1989).
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national Pentecostal Holiness Church, the Open Bible Standard
Churches, Inc., the Pentecostal Church of God and the Pentecos-
tal Fire-Baptized Holiness Church oppose suicide, assisted sui-
cide and voluntary active euthanasia.5 8 The Apostolic
Overcoming Holy Church of God, Inc. has no position on these
issues.59
In the Reformed tradition, the Christian Reformed Church in
America, the Netherlands Reformed Congregations, the Protes-
tant Reformed Churches in America, the Reformed Church in
America and the Reformed Church in the United States all
oppose suicide, assisted suicide and voluntary active euthana-
sia.6 0 An exception to this strong opposition is the United
Church of Christ (hereinafter "UCC"),61 whose General Synod
has recently proclaimed a "pro-choice" position on suicide,
assisted suicide and voluntary active euthanasia.2 The UCC
individual responding to the survey noted, however, that "the
General Synod of the United Church of Christ speaks to our local
churches and not for our churches. Consequently, it is only cor-
rect to say that this statement is the position of the General
Synod .... "3
Also in the Reformed tradition are the Presbyterian churches.
The Evangelical Presbyterian Church, the Orthodox Presbyte-
rian Church and the Presbyterian Church in America oppose sui-
cide, assisted suicide and voluntary active euthanasia.' The
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) opposes euthanasia, but (in a less
than clear document on related matters) leaves open the possibil-
ity of its permissibility in extreme circumstances with a conflict
of obligations.6 5
Other denominational views include the following: The Chris-
tian and Missionary Alliance opposes suicide, assisted suicide
58. See app. II for the source from which this information is derived. The Pentecos-
tal faith relates to any of the various Christian religious bodies that emphasize revivalis-
tic worship, baptism, faith healing and premillenial teaching. WEBSTER'S NEw
COLLEGIATE DICTIONARY 871 (9th ed. 1989).
59. See app. II for the source from which this information is derived.
60. Id. See also LARuE, supra note 42, at 76-86. The Reformed Tradition relates to
the chiefly Calvinist Protestant Churches formed in various continental European coun-
tries. WEBSTER'S NEW COLLEGiATE DICTIONARY 990 (9th ed. 1989).
61. The United Church of Christ has Reformed tradition predecessor bodies, and
although it is sometimes grouped with Reformed churches (see YEARBOOK OF AMERICAN &
CANADIAN CHURcHEs, at 128 (1996)), it has pulled together four diverse traditions. Addi-
tionally, this church generally takes more permissive positions on social issues than most
other denominations in the Reformed tradition. Id.
62. See app. II for the source from which this information is derived.
63. Id.
64. Id. See also LARUE, supra note 42, at 76-86.
65. See app. II for the source from which this information is derived.
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and voluntary euthanasia; the Christian Catholic Church also
opposes all three activities; the Church of the Nazarene opposes
all three activities; the Evangelical Congregational Church
opposes all three activities; the National Association of Congre-
gational Churches has no position on the issues; the Seventh Day
Adventist Church opposes all three activities; the Swedenbor-
gian Church has no position on the issues; and the United Breth-
ren in Christ opposes all three activities. The Jehovah's
Witnesses oppose voluntary active euthanasia on grounds that
logically include opposition to suicide and assisted suicide. 7
The religious bodies outside of the Christian tradition which
responded to the survey include the Baha'is of the United States,
which strongly condemns suicide but has no position on volun-
tary active euthanasia; Buddhist Churches of America, which
has no position on the issues; Reconstructionist Judaism (United
Synagogue of Conservative Judaism), which has no position on
the issues; Unitarian Universalist Association, which supports
all three activities but only for terminally ill persons under safe-
guards to protect autonomy; and Vedanta Societies of New York,
which has no position on the issues.'
The views of some non-Christian traditions that did not
respond to the survey are ascertainable from other sources,
including Larue's book entitled EUTHANASIA AND RELIGION.6 9
The book primarily focuses on euthanasia, which is broadly
defined to include refusal of treatment by terminally ill persons
(and bears critical examination in places as it was published by
the Hemlock Society, an advocacy group for assisted suicide and
euthanasia, of which Larue was President).7 °
As noted in Larue's book, the Sikh Dharma religion does not
believe in suicide. 71 The International Society for Krishna Con-
sciousness also "would reject anything that might alter the natu-
ral dying process."72 Islam believes that the moment of one's
death is pre-ordained, and, therefore, nothing should interfere
with the divine plan. 73 Moreover, pain and suffering are part of
66. Id.
67. LARuE, supra note 42, at 116-17.
68. See app. II for the source from which this information is derived. Larue
reported that, according to his research, the Baha'i religion teaches that suicide, assisted
suicide and voluntary active euthanasia are forbidden. Id.
69. LARuE, supra note 42, at 116-17.
70. Id.
71. Id. at 132.
72. Id. at 139.
73. Id. at 140.
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the reduction of sin, so that they are not to be avoided.74 Finally,
Islam's holy book, the Koran, expressly prohibits suicide. 5
Larue's book also notes that traditional Judaism opposes all
active taking of innocent human life, a tradition long held and
supported contemporaneously by many scholars.7" Of course, the
prohibition against murder in the Ten Commandments, which
has been adopted by Western Civilization as a secular value in
our legal system, originated in the Jewish Torah.
Some leading Protestant theologians, although not official rep-
resentatives of organized religious viewpoints and not American,
have been very influential in shaping the recent religious history
and tradition of this Nation. For example, Karl Barth wrote that
suicide is a rejection of God's gift of life and constituted rebellion
against God.77 Barth has stated that, "when self-destruction is
the exercise of a supposed and usurped sovereignty of man over
himself it is a frivolous, arbitrary and criminal violation of the
commandment, and therefore self-murder. 78
Helmut Thielicke expressed that, "Christian objection to this
promethean program [suicide] has never ceased, and will not do
so in the future."7 9 Thielicke wrote: "If we step on the "fatal
slope" of emancipating ourselves from our Creator, [w]ill not
others inevitably begin to pass the death sentence on us when we
do not achieve the required dignity?" °
Paul Tillich stated that suicide is not the final escape from life
because while it may eliminate "the conditions of despair on the
level of finitude," a Christian must consider the "dimension of the
ultimate."8 ' Tillich did not believe that suicide "definitely
excludes the operation of saving grace." 2
74. LARUE, supra note 42, at 141.
75. KoRA iv.33 (J.M. Rodwell trans.) (The fourth Sura, paragraph 33 states:
"[Aind commit not suicide.").
76. See LARUE, supra note 42, at 19 and sources cited. See also Fred Rosner, Sui-
cide in Biblical, Talmudic and Rabbinic Writings, 11 TRADITION 25-40 (1970); W.H.C.
FREND, MARTYRDOM AND PERSECUTION IN THE EARLY CHURCH 22-57 (1967) (chapter enti-
tled Judaism and Martyrdom); Louis I. Rabinowitz, The Masada Martyrs according to the
Halakhah, 11 TRADITION 31-37 (1970).
77. KARL BARTH, CHURCH DOGMATCS 127, 404 (1961).
78. Id. at 404. Barth wrote that suicide was not unforgivable because "God sees
and weighs the whole of human life." Id. at 405.
79. HELMUT THIELICKE, LIVING WITH DEATH 76 (1983).
80. Id. at 75-76.
81. PAUL TiLLICH, SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY 76 (1967). In other words, because an
individual is accountable to God for the careful investment of the individual's gift of life in





Soren Kierkegaard wrote that suicide is rebellion against
God. 3 Kierkegaard declared suicide to be "the most decisive
"814sin.
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, hanged by the Nazis for his political
involvement in the Resistance, wrote that an individual has the
right to risk life for a higher good but not with the goal of mere
self-destruction."' Bonhoeffer wrote:
God has reserved to Himself the right to determine the end of life,
because He alone knows the goal to which it is His will to lead it. It is
for Him alone to justify a life or cast it away. Before God self-justifica-
tion is quite simply sin, and suicide is therefore also sin. There is no
other cogent reason for the wrongfulness of suicide, but only the fact
that over men there is a God. Suicide implies denial of this fact.
8 6
Paul Ramsey, an American Christian ethicist, has had great
influence in explaining and shaping the religious history and tra-
dition of this Nation in recent years on ethical issues such as
euthanasia. In a passage relevant to suicide, Ramsey expressed:
The immorality of choosing death as an end is founded upon our reli-
gious faith that life is a gift.... To choose death as an end is to throw
the gift back in the face of the giver; it would be to defeat his gift-
giving. That, I suppose, is the reason suicide and murder were called
'mortal sins,' deadly states of the soul as surely as despair over God or
despair in face of the forgiveness of sin.
So also religious faith affirms that life is a trust. And not to accept
life as a trust, to abandon our trusteeship, evidences a denial that
God is trustworthy .... We are stewards and not owners of our lives.
Or again, if as Christians we believe that death is the 'last enemy'
that shall be destroyed, then to choose death for its own sake would be
a desertion to the enemy and a kind of distrust in the Lord of life, the
Lord over the death of death.
8 7
Finally, some American ethicists justify suicide in some cases
on religious grounds. One such ethicist is James Gustafson, who
wrote that "there are morally justifiable suicides."88 Gustafson's
argument would permit suicide in rare instances, such as to pre-
vent suffering.8 9 Gustafson notes that the morality of such a
choice is "context-bound."90 Similarly, Joseph Fletcher, famous
83. SOREN KIERKEGAARD, Sickness Unto Death, A KIERKEGAARD ANTHOLOGY 348 (R.
Bretall ed. 1956).
84. Id.
85. DIETRICH BONHOEFFER, ETHICS 168-89.
86. Id. at 168.
87. PAUL RAMSEY, ETHICS AT THE EDGES OF LIFE 146-47 (emphasis in original)
(footnote omitted).
88. JAMES M. GUSTAFSON, 2 ETHICS FROM A THEOCENTRIC PERSPECTIVE 215 (1984).
89. Id.
90. Id. at 214.
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for his situation ethics,91 argues that the premier commandment
to be observed is to "act lo-Angly" so that there are situations in
which it is loving (i.e., morally permissible) to commit suicide or
engage in active euthanasia.92
The evidence of contemporary religious viewpoints on suicide,
assisted suicide, and voluntary active euthanasia demonstrates
an overwhelming consensus, historically and at present, that
such acts are morally wrong. While a tiny minority of religious
denominations has in very recent years expressed the opinion
that these acts may be morally justified in difficult situations
involving competing duties, there is no evidence that such view-
points have been long nor widely held in the religious history and
tradition of this Nation.
91. See, e.g., JOSEPH FLETCHER, SrUATION ETHICS (1966).
92. BENEDICT M. ASHLEY & KEViN D. O'RouRKE, HEALTH CARE ETmcs: A THEoLOG-





SURVEY OF RELIGIOUS VIEws REGARDING SUICIDE, ASSISTED
SUICIDE & ACTIVE EUTHANASIA
NOTE: This survey should be completed by a person who has
personal knowledge of, or is authorized to express the views of,





SUICIDE: Voluntarily and intentionally taking action (or failing
to take action) intended to result in, and resulting in, one's own
death. (Does not include refusing medical treatment which would
be useless or excessively burdensome, e.g., which would not cure
a terminal condition and would only prolong the dying process
when death is imminent).
Please check an applicable box and provide the requested
information:
0 This organization has an official, written position on this
issue. (Please state it in the comments section below and/or
enclose a copy. Please provide citation information, i.e.,
when adopted, by what body, whether published in a church
publication and where, etc.)
] This organization does not have an official, written position
on this issue, but there is a consensus or some authority on
the issue so that the position may be stated. (Please provide
details of position and authority in the comments section
below.)
C This organization does not and would not take a position on
this issue.
Comments (attach sheet if needed):
ASSISTED SUICIDE: Intentionally assisting another in com-
mitting suicide (as defined supra).
Please check an applicable box and provide the requested
information:
El This organization has an official, written position on this
issue. (Please state it in the comments section below and/or
enclose a copy. Please provide citation information, i.e.,
when adopted, by what body, whether published in a church
publication and where, etc.)
D This organization does not have an official, written position
on this issue, but there is a consensus or some authority on
the issue so that the position may be stated. (Please provide
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details of position and authority in the comments section
below.)
0 This organization does not and would not take a position on
this issue.
Comments (attach sheet if needed):
VOLUNTARY ACTIVE EUTHANASIA: Intentionally taking
action resulting in the death of another, competent person who
has voluntarily requested such action, with the intent to deliver
the other person from some sort of pain and/or suffering by caus-
ing death.
Please check an applicable box and provide the requested
information:
o This organization has an official, written position on this
issue. (Please state it in the comments section below and/or
enclose a copy. Please provide citation information, i.e.,
when adopted, by what body, whether published in a church
publication and where, etc.)
El This organization does not have an official, written position
on this issue, but there is a consensus or some authority on
the issue so that the position may be stated. (Please provide
details of position and authority in the comments section
below.)
Eo This organization does not and would not take a position on
this issue.
Comments (attach sheet if needed):
X
Name Printed . ignature
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